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Ricardo Montalban: Identity,
Representation, and the Power to Tell
Our Stories

A Life Shaped by Migration

When people think of Ricardo Montalban, they may remember a famous actor from Fantasy
Island or his powerful performance as Khan in Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan. But
Montalban's life was about more than fame. His story can help us explore important questions
about identity, migration, culture, representation, and the power to tell our own
stories.

Ricardo Montalban was born in Mexico City in 1920. His parents, Genaro Montalban and
Ricarda Merino, had emigrated from Spain to Mexico in search of opportunity (EBSCO
Research, n.d.). Ricardo and his sister were born in Mexico, while the family's history connected
them to more than one nation and culture.

When Ricardo was still a young child, his family moved to
Torreén, Coahuila. He grew up there and developed a strong
connection to the city and the people of the Laguna region. In
later years, he spoke warmly about Torre6n and the memories he
had of growing up there (Rodriguez, 2009).

The Montalban family's story also demonstrates how migration
often connects different generations and places. One of Ricardo's
older brothers, Jestis Montalban, was already living and working
in the United States. Historical records from 1938 identify Jests
as living in Los Angeles and working with the Monterrey
Importing Company, the distributor of Carta Blanca beer. These
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family connections helped create an opportunity for Ricardo to travel to the United States as a
young man (Universidad Iberoamericana Torreon, n.d.).

Ricardo's life therefore crossed several borders. His parents had migrated from Spain to Mexico.
He was born and raised in Mexico. Later, he built much of his professional career in the United
States.

This history reminds us that identity is not always simple. A person's family history, birthplace,
language, culture, and experiences can all influence how they understand themselves.
Montalban was Mexican-born, had Spanish family roots, and eventually became a major figure
in United States entertainment.

From Torreon to the United States

Before becoming a major Hollywood actor, Montalban developed
his talents through education and performance. He was known
throughout his life for his discipline, careful speech, formal
manners, and ability to communicate with an audience.

Montalban understood that performing was more than
memorizing lines. A successful actor had to tell a story. He had
to use his voice, movement, and emotions to help an audience
understand another person's experiences.

His ability to tell stories became one of his greatest strengths.

As a young man, Montalban traveled to the United States, where
his family connections helped him begin a new stage of his life.
He eventually pursued acting in New York and later in Hollywood. His career would last for
more than six decades and include films, theater, and television (EBSCO Research, n.d.).

However, entering Hollywood did not mean that Latino actors received equal opportunities.

Who Gets to Play the Hero?

During much of the twentieth century, Hollywood offered limited opportunities to Latino
performers. When Latino characters appeared on screen, they were often reduced to stereotypes.
Actors could be offered roles as criminals, bandits, servants, or exaggerated romantic figures.
Latino performers were also sometimes expected to portray people from entirely different
cultures because Hollywood often treated diverse communities as if they were all the same.
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Montalban experienced this system firsthand. Even after becoming successful, he spoke openly
about the limited roles available to Mexican and other Latino actors. According to the history of
Nosotros, he complained that directors often limited him to roles such as the “Latin lover” or the
bandit, while Mexican actors struggled to receive significant roles (Nosotros, 2025).

This raises an important question:

Is representation enough if members of a community appear on screen but have
little control over how their community is portrayed?

For Montalban, the answer was no.

He believed that Latino performers deserved more than occasional jobs. They deserved
opportunities to develop their talents, portray complete human beings, and tell meaningful
stories.

Movies and television have power. The stories shown on screen can influence how audiences
understand different communities. When a group is repeatedly shown through negative
stereotypes, those images can shape public attitudes. They can also affect how young people
within that community see themselves.

Creating Nosotros: “We”

Montalban decided that individual success was not enough. In 1970,
he joined other Latino artists in creating Nosotros, an
organization dedicated to improving opportunities and challenging
stereotypical portrayals in the entertainment industry (Nosotros,
2025). The name Nosotros means “we” in Spanish.

The choice of that name was important.

Montalban understood that one successful actor could open some
doors, but a community working together could create greater
change. The organization was created to strengthen the voice of
Latino performers, improve their representation, and encourage
artists to prepare themselves for careers in the entertainment
industry (Television Academy, 2009).

Nosotros also represented an act of self-determination. Instead of simply waiting for
Hollywood to change, Montalban and his colleagues created an organization that could advocate
for their community.
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This idea connects directly to Chicanx Studies. Throughout history, communities that have
experienced exclusion have created their own organizations, institutions, artistic spaces, and
movements. These efforts allow communities to challenge unfair systems while developing their
own voices and leadership.

The Library of Congress identifies the growth of Chicano cinema, ethnic studies, and Latino
organizations during this period as part of a larger movement to challenge negative
representations and expand opportunities for Latino communities (Library of Congress, n.d.).

The Legacy of a Storyteller

Ricardo Montalban's career lasted for more than six decades.
He appeared in more than 100 films, plays, and television
productions, but his legacy extends beyond his individual
success (Nosotros, 2025).

He used his position to advocate for others.

His life teaches us that representation is not simply about
seeing someone who looks like us on a screen. Representation
also involves who writes the stories, who makes
decisions, who receives opportunities, and who has
the power to define a community.

Montalban understood the power of a strong voice. Through his performances, his public
speaking, and his work with Nosotros, he demonstrated that our communities have stories
worth telling.

His story also challenges us to think about our own voices. What stories about our families and
communities are missing from movies, television, books, and classrooms? Who is telling those
stories now? And what can we do to make sure future generations have the opportunity not only
to appear in the story—but also to help write it?

Ricardo Montalban's life crossed borders, cultures, and generations. His parents
migrated in search of opportunity. He grew up in Mexico and built a career in the
United States. Yet he never allowed individual success to be the end of his story.
He used his voice to create opportunities for others.

Perhaps that is one of the most important lessons of his legacy:

Sometimes the most powerful word is not “I.” Sometimes it is “Nosotros”—we.
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Discussion Questions: Ricardo
Montalban, Representation, and
Hollywood Today

Central Inquiry Question

To what extent has the entertainment industry changed since Ricardo Montalban
began challenging stereotypes and limited opportunities for Latino performers?

1. Observe and Identify: What problems did Montalban see?

Ricardo Montalban believed that Latino performers were often limited to stereotypical roles,
such as criminals, bandits, or the “Latin lover.”

According to the reading, what concerned Montalban about the way Latino
performers were represented in Hollywood? Why do you think these limited roles
could affect both actors and the larger Latino community?

Inquiry Focus: Gathering evidence and identifying a problem.

2. Investigate: Why did representation matter?

Montalbén believed that simply appearing on screen was not enough. He was concerned with
the kinds of roles Latino performers received and whether they were portrayed as complete and
complex human beings.

What is the difference between being visible in movies or television and being
represented accurately and respectfully? Use evidence from the reading to explain
your answer.

Then consider:

Can a community be highly visible in entertainment while still being stereotyped
or misunderstood? Why or why not?

Inquiry Focus: Investigating the relationship between representation and power.
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3. Compare: Has Hollywood changed?

Montalbén helped create Nosotros because he believed that Latino performers needed greater
opportunities and a stronger collective voice.

Compare Montalban's experience in Hollywood with the entertainment industry
today. In what ways do you think Latino actors, writers, directors, and producers
have more opportunities than they did during Montalban's career? In what ways
might similar barriers still exist?

Consider movies, television, streaming services, social media, music, and other forms of
entertainment.

Inquiry Focus: Comparing historical evidence with the present.

4. Evaluate: Who controls the story?

One of the ideas explored in the reading is that representation is not only about who appears on
screen. It also involves who writes, directs, produces, finances, and makes decisions about which
stories are told.

Which is more important: having more Latino performers appear on screen, or
having more Latinos involved in creating and controlling stories behind the
scenes? Could both be equally important? Defend your position with evidence
from the reading and examples from today's entertainment industry.

Inquiry Focus: Evaluating competing ideas and developing a claim.

5. Take Action: What does “Nosotros” mean today?

The name Nosotros means “we.” Montalban and other Latino artists believed that working
together could create opportunities that might not exist for individuals acting alone.

If you were creating a modern version of Nosotros for today's entertainment
industry, what problem would your organization address? Who would it support,
and what actions would it take to create change?

Your response should explain how your organization would connect Montalban's concerns about
representation with the challenges facing artists and storytellers today.

Inquiry Focus: Applying historical understanding to a contemporary problem and proposing
action.
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